This study examines a "critical case" of one school district's efforts to develop
local districts and schools are what link standards to teachers' instructional practices and thus to student achievement (Berger, 2000; Cohen, 1996; Cuban, 1993; Ramirez, 1999; Sirotnik & Kimball, 1999) . In this article we report the findings of a case study of one school district's efforts over a 4-year period to develop and implement a standards-based curriculum.
Related Literature
A body of research on the implementation of curriculum standards, particularly in mathematics, has begun to accumulate. Some of the best examples of that research were conducted in California; however, many of the studies in California and elsewhere examined an earlier generation of curriculum reform, which encouraged instruction aimed at developing conceptual understanding (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Spillane, 1999) . Current standards-based reform efforts in California have largely moved away from this conceptual orientation to again emphasize the mastery of information and rules that are applied to computation. Nevertheless, this growing body of work has informed the present study's focus on the influence of organizational factors on the implementation of curriculum standards.
Research has begun to uncover how curriculum standards are implemented and with what results, but much remains to be understood about the variability of implementation in local districts and schools. In summarizing the initial results of an ongoing set of studies, Fuhrman (1999) notes that research has yet to reveal fully the impact of standards on instruction and capacity building by administrators and teachers. Thus, although analysts seem to agree that the development of standards has been a positive advance in the current educational reform agenda, there is little consensus regarding the impact that the standards ultimately will have in classrooms by way of districts and schools (Rowan, 1996) .
Research on the implementation of standards generally has focused on teachers because, in the end, they are key arbiters of instructional content and practice (Cohen & Hill, 2001) . The emphasis on teachers also reflects the frustration of reformers and policy analysts with an earlier generation of reform that restructured school organization and governance but had little effect on the instructional practice of teachers (Elmore, Peterson, & McCarthey, 1996) . Reformers turned to standards as tools for improving academic achievement in part because they expected standards to directly influence instructional content and therefore practice; as a result, researchers have highlighted the role of teachers in the implementation of reform.
Several major programs of research exemplify this approach. Cohen and his associates studied California's attempt to implement an intellectually ambitious mathematics curriculum in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Cohen & Ball, 1990; Cohen & Hill, 2000 Cohen & Spillane, 1992) . Early results indicated that teachers' beliefs, knowledge, and practices influenced how they implemented the curriculum policy (Cohen & Ball) . Consequently, this largescale study concentrated on teacher learning and professional development
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as key factors in shaping implementation of the new curriculum. The study reveals that the curriculum reform had its greatest impact on instructional practice when teachers had "extended opportunities to study and learn the new mathematics curriculum that their students would use" and when professional development experiences enabled teachers to learn about "students' work on the new state assessments" (Cohen & Hill, 2001, p. 2) .
Spillane studied the implementation of Michigan's efforts to revise curriculum and instructional practice during roughly the same period. He emphasized the importance of teachers in the implementation of a curriculum policy aimed at enhancing students' understanding of mathematics concepts, or principles. Spillane and Zeuli (1999) reported that teachers varied substantially in the degree to which their instructional practices approximated the reform's intent. Spillane (1999) traced those differences to teachers' "zones of enactment," where teachers' capacity, will, and prior practice combine with various forces-educational policy, professional norms, pupils' responses to instruction, public attitudes, and private firms that provide textbooks and curriculum materials-in determining how the teachers will respond to curriculum reform. Research by the Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) on the impact of curriculum standards in North Carolina and Kentucky offered similar conclusions. CPRE's initial findings suggested that how teachers perceive their own capacity and that of their students shapes teachers' responses to standards and their strategies for improving the academic performance of their students (Fuhrman, 1999) .
Despite an emphasis on teachers-their learning, prior practice, capacity, will, and beliefs about students-these authors also note or at least suggest the impact that local organizational conditions may have on the implementation of curriculum standards. In earlier work, Spillane (1996; examined the role of districts in implementing Michigan's curriculum reform in reading. He found that district policy could affect the enactment of state curriculum initiatives (1996) and that the vertical and horizontal segmentation of district organization contributed to variation in the implementation of state curriculum policy (1998). Spillane thus notes that "an organizational perspective is helpful" (1998, p. 36) in explaining the vagaries of curriculum implementation. Cohen and Hill (2001) reported that school characteristics in the form of administrative support, encouragement of colleagues for instructional innovation, and norms of professional collaboration bore little or no relationship to the tendency of teachers to employ reform-related instructional practices. However, these authors acknowledged that organizational qualities that "create and actively support teachers' learning of matters closely related to instruction" (p. 121) may well influence teachers' learning and, hence, instructional practice. And, although CPRE's work on the local impact of curriculum standards focused on teachers' perceptions, it also suggested that organizational characteristics, such as school norms for accountability, may influence how curriculum standards are implemented (Fuhrman, 1999) .
Thus much remains to be learned about the impact of curriculum standards. The bulk of the research on this subject understandably focuses on
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teachers, but the literature also suggests that the organization of local districts and schools cannot be ignored. Recent exploratory research reveals that organizational conditions such as district size and poverty levels (Hannaway & Kimball, 2001 ) and district relations with state agencies and professional networks (Fairman & Firestone, 2001) can affect local implementation of standards. We have sought to advance research on the impact of organizational factors on standards implementation by looking beyond specific organizational conditions to examine the influence of alternative, underlying organizational logics.
Theoretical Framework
Thus, to guide the development and analysis of our case study, we adopted two perspectives from organization theory with alternative "logics" that organizations employ to develop formal structures, that is, the regularized patterns of action and interaction that constitute an organization (Scott, 1998) . The literature on organization theory generally refers to the first perspective as "rational" and the second as "institutional."
Organization theory includes several theoretical orientations that fall into a handful of categories. For example, Scott (1998) identifies rational, natural, and open systems theories; Bolman and Deal (1997) distinguish structural, human resource, political, and symbolic frames; Pfeffer (1982) specifies theories of rational action, external control, social construction, and organizations as paradigms. The rational perspective falls within rational systems theory, the structural frame, and the theory of rational action; the institutional perspective falls within natural systems theory, the symbolic frame, and social constructivist theory.
We adopted the rational and institutional perspectives for two reasons. First, they are the two perspectives on organizations that have dominated organizational analyses in education. Rowan and Miskel's (1999) recent chapter in the Handbook of Research in Educational Administration notes that the institutional perspective marks a growing tendency among social scientists to abandon the rational model of organization. Meyer and Rowan (1977) launched a revival of institutional analysis, challenging the dominant, rational perspective on organizations by highlighting the symbolic and ceremonial functions of organizational structures. This groundbreaking essay used examples from schools to illustrate its conceptual points. In fact, most of the early research from the institutional perspective drew comparisons with the rational perspective and focused on educational organizations (Meyer, Scott, & Deal, 1981; Rowan, 1982) . Contrasting the rational with the institutional became a common approach in the study of educational organizations. For instance, Herriott and Firestone (1984) analyzed the organizational characteristics of schools and found two competing "images." They observe that schools are marked by both the strongly goal-oriented structures of "rational bureaucracy" and the "loosely coupled" structures of highly institutionalized organizations. More recently, Ogawa, Crowson, and Goldring's Substantive and Symbolic Consequences (1999) literature review notes that schools face organizational dilemmas that reflect the confounding presence of both rational and institutional dimensions of organization.
Second, the rational perspective aligns with the theory of action espoused by proponents of curriculum standards as tools of school reform, and the institutional perspective reflects the reservations of those skeptical about the impact of standards. Organization theory takes an admittedly narrow view of what constitutes rationality, one that emphasizes the organization as the unit of analysis. The rational perspective presumes that organizations are "rational" in that they exist to attain specific goals (Scott, 1998; Thompson, 1967) , a presumption to which proponents of curriculum standards subscribe. Goals provide a certainty of purpose and the basis for determining other organizational elements. Standards set instructional goals, which their proponents claim will affect other parts of schools' instructional systems. Organizations develop or adopt technologies, which include mechanical equipment as well as human technical expertise, to attain their goals, and they develop formal structures to enhance the efficiency of their technologies (Scott) . Curriculum standards are expected to influence the instructional practice of teachers, which constitutes the core technology of schools, and thus to shape instructional support in the form of professional development and the like. Organizations then systematically assess the extent to which goals are attained and use the feedback to revise goals, improve technology, and adjust structure. Standards are to serve as the basis for assessments of student performance, which provide feedback on the effectiveness of instructional practice and organization.
The institutional perspective, in contrast, highlights organizations that lack conditions to demonstrate the effectiveness and efficiency of their operations: namely specific goals, clear technologies, and timely and precise performance feedback (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977) . Analysts have long noted the absence of these conditions in educational organizations (Bidwell, 1965; Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; Meyer & Rowan) . In the absence of such conditions, organizations tend to enact an "institutional" rather than a rational logic. They are concerned more with the general goal of survival than with specific outcomes (Rowan & Miskel, 1999; Scott, 1998) . The characterization of highly institutionalized organizations aligns with many of the reservations that have been expressed about the impact of curriculum standards. To enhance chances for survival, organizations adopt formal structures that reflect institutions (cultural rules in society) that are defined largely by government and the professions (Scott, 1995) . This tendency squares with the observation that districts and schools have adopted standards in response to state initiatives and professional groups. Institutionalized structures sustain organizations by providing legitimacy with key stakeholders in their external environments rather than by enhancing the efficiency of their internal operations. Organizations may decouple, or disconnect, formal structure from work activity to avoid the loss of legitimacy that would occur if inconsistencies between structure and activity were revealed. Skeptics have noted that standards may affect districts and schools
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on the surface without influencing instruction, particularly in the absence of standards-based assessment of student performance. Additionally, critics of curriculum standards note that standards may actually undermine the effectiveness of instruction by forcing teachers to employ instructional practices that secure only minimum levels of performance on a narrow range of educational outcomes.
Purpose of the Study
Our purpose in conducting this study was to assess the theory of action advanced by proponents of curriculum standards by applying two theoretical perspectives on organizations to analyze a district's development and implementation of a standards-based curriculum. In applying the rational perspective, we assessed the extent to which and manner in which the standards-based curriculum shaped the instructional practices of teachers by (a) specifying instructional outcomes; (b) providing structures for the efficient development and implementation of the curriculum; and (c) assessing the degree to which standards were attained. In applying the institutional perspective, we assessed the extent to which and manner in which the standards-based curriculum was aimed at gaining legitimacy for the district by (a) responding to political and professional influences in the external environment; (b) serving as an important and timely symbol; and (c) being decoupled from the work activity of teachers.
Methods
We employed a case study design, covering a 4-year period. Yin (1994) explains that case studies are well suited to exploring the "what" of poorly understood subjects and explaining "how" and "why" events occur. He also notes that case studies are useful for examining contemporary events over which researchers do not exert control. The present study meets all of these conditions. It is exploratory because it describes what the district did to develop and implement a standards-based curriculum. It is also explanatory because it examines how and why the district developed and implemented curriculum standards. Finally, it centers on contemporary events over which the research team had no control.
More specifically, we examined a critical case. Flyvbjerg defines critical case as "having strategic importance in relation to the general problem" (2001, p. 78) . One type of critical case presents conditions that are "most likely" to confirm hypotheses (Flyvbjerg) . To "test" the prevailing theory of action regarding the impact of curriculum standards, we conducted our study in a district that adopted a standards-based strategy that included both specific, local standards and a criterion-referenced test directly linked to standards. In addition, our initial contacts with district officials revealed that their strategy included professional development for teachers and supervision of instruction by site administrators. These two conditions make our case critical-that is, likely to convincingly confirm the theory of action (Rowan, 1996) .
Substantive and Symbolic Consequences
This study is part of a larger research project examining the interplay between a teacher-centered project and a district's standards-based curriculum reform in which it was embedded. The teacher-centered project involved teams of teachers who worked to align mathematics curriculum across elementary, middle, and high schools.
Data and Data Sources
We used data from three sources to develop the case study: documents, interviews, and observations. The use of multiple types and sources of data provided the basis for triangulation during data analysis. The research team, which included the project's principal investigators and graduate student researchers, gathered and analyzed the data.
We collected documents generated by both the district's standardsbased curriculum reform and the teachers' standards-alignment project. Documents included curriculum standards, curriculum guides, agendas, minutes of meetings, handouts from meetings and workshops, memos and correspondence, newsletters, standards-alignment documents, and materials collected by teachers at workshops and conferences. We conducted formal interviews with three groups of participants. First, we interviewed district administrators who were involved in developing and implementing the standards-based reform program: the superintendent, assistant superintendent of instruction, director of staff development, and director of curriculum. Second, we interviewed school principals to learn how, from their perspectives, the district developed and implemented standards-based curriculum. Finally, we interviewed teachers involved in the mathematics standardsalignment project. A total of 23 teachers participated: 6 from the elementary school, 9 from the middle school, and 8 from the high school. The research team compiled field notes recording observations of events such as project team meetings, sessions focused on reviewing and aligning standards, professional development workshops, department and grade-level meetings, and other activities related to the reform.
Data Analysis
Our analytic strategy combined two approaches (Yin, 1994) : constructing a case description and relying on the theoretical frameworks. In developing the case description, we focused on three phases of the standardsbased curriculum reform: adoption, development, and implementation. We then employed the theoretical frameworks to analyze the case more deeply by deriving a set of propositions based on the frameworks and testing the propositions against the case description. Two examples illustrate the nature of the propositions: (a) From the rational perspective, we postulated that the district had adopted a standards-based strategy with the express intent of enhancing academic outcomes; and (b) from the institutional perspective, we postulated that the district had adopted a standards-
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based strategy in response to initiatives from the state and professional groups. To analyze the data, we employed a form of pattern matching (Trochim, 1989) . We compared data to emergent patterns regarding the adoption, development, and implementation of the district's standardsbased curriculum. We also analyzed data for fit to the propositions derived from the theoretical frameworks. In addition, we triangulated data from the three sources-documents, interviews, and observations-to confirm and disconfirm patterns.
The District Context
Located 55 miles east of Los Angeles, Delgado Unified School District (a pseudonym) is a medium-sized district that draws from a diverse working-class community. The district includes a total of 22 schools: 2 comprehensive high schools, 1 continuation high school, 3 middle schools, and 16 elementary schools. Approximately 19,000 students are enrolled in these schools. The district serves high proportions of students from low-income households and ethno-linguistically diverse backgrounds. Five schools are designated Title 1 Schools. At the time of our study, 52% of the district's students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, and 24% were Limited English Proficient and/or Non-English Proficient. Fifty-seven percent of the district's students were Hispanic, 34.8% were White, 5.1% were African American, and 2.9% were Asian or Other. Students performed below national norms on standardized achievement tests (see Table 1 ).
Like other districts facing similar challenges, Delgado Unified School District had implemented numerous programs and strategies to enhance students' academic performance. Two developments intensified the pressure to increase student performance. First, California developed curriculum standards for all major subject areas. Second, the state implemented a program using standardized test scores to hold schools accountable for improving academic outcomes. In 1997, district administrators began developing a standardsbased curriculum and a criterion-referenced testing system to assess student attainment of grade-level standards. 
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Findings
To present our findings, we separate the case into three interrelated phases: adoption of the standards-based reform strategy, development of the standardsbased curriculum, and implementation. In describing each phase, we consider the extent to which and in what ways Delgado Unified School District's approach to curriculum standards squared with rational or institutional perspectives, or both. The case study demonstrates that the district took a highly rationalistic approach, enacting the prevailing theory of action by using standards and a corresponding criterion-referenced test to focus teachers' instruction on common sets of outcomes. However, we also determined that the rationality of standards was compromised, revealing an institutional, or symbolic, subtext in the development and implementation of the district's standards-based curriculum.
Adopting a Standards-Based Strategy
In 1997, Delgado Unified School District began its standards-based curriculum program by developing standards for mathematics and language arts for grades K-12. A year later, the district added standards for social studies and science. Rationalism was the dominant organizational theme in the district's decision to adopt a standards-based strategy, including the development of structure and, most important, the clarification of instructional goals. Yet the district's choice to develop a standards-based curriculum was shaped by institutional forces in its environment.
The Rational Perspective
The reason for the district's adoption of its standards-based program reflects the "rational" perspective, according to which managers create organizational structures to "bound" the discretion of employees, with the aim of producing satisfactory, if not optimal, outcomes (Simon, 1945) . The decision to adopt a standards-based curriculum flowed from district administrators. Teachers and school administrators agreed that the assistant superintendent for instruction had initiated standards-based reform to sharpen the focus of the district's curriculum in order to address the underperformance of students. Indeed, teachers and administrators reported that the district's long-time superintendent had expressly hired an assistant superintendent who could drive that effort. As one teacher recounted, the assistant superintendent "came in here pretty much to drive the whole standards process through the district." Teachers reported that the assistant superintendent had been instrumental in initiating and orchestrating the standards movement. Principals agreed, noting that the assistant superintendent had brought a "real passion" to the process. They largely credited him for the district's progress: "It was because of [the assistant superintendent's] emphasis and influence that we moved into this [standards-based curriculum] as hard as we did." The superintendent corroborated the teachers' and principals' observations and con-firmed that she had asked the recently appointed assistant superintendent for instruction to assemble a standards-based curriculum. The district's rationale for adopting a standards-based program is clearly consistent with the "rational perspective" which is rooted in the fundamental assumption that organizations exist to pursue specific goals. Delgado Unified School District was motivated to develop standards to improve its students' academic performance. Specifically, the district sought to provide clear goals to guide instruction. The assistant superintendent for instruction remembered that his initial response to the superintendent's call for developing local standards "was . . . to ensure that Delgado . . . had a really clear curriculum that teachers were knowledgeable about." The district viewed standards as cornerstones of a coordinated curriculum: "The standards are where we're going. . . .
[W]hen people ask teachers in Delgado, 'What is your curriculum?' the response is, 'Our district standards are our curriculum.' " Site administrators echoed this reasoning, saying that the purpose of curriculum standards was to make it clear to teachers what should be taught. Without set standards, teachers would teach "what they wanted from the curriculum," thereby denying students equal access to the core curriculum. One principal suggested that the first step in promoting student achievement was "teaching the right things" and that uniform standards helped ensure that all teachers covered the essential curriculum. Teachers made similar comments: "Everybody is going to benefit. Teachers are going to have a clearer idea of what they have to teach and administrators will know what teachers have to do."
The Institutional Perspective
Although the district's decision to develop curriculum standards was rationally driven, developments in the institutional environment foreshadowed that choice. Theorists explain that government and professions are particularly active in setting parameters for the content of organizational decision making (DiMaggio, 1988) . The institutional environment limited the course of action that Delgado Unified School District could pursue to increase student achievement. District administrators identified three external sources of pressure and models for developing its standards-based curriculum: the federal government, the state government, and the education profession. The superintendent observed that the district had been prodded initially by the federal government under the reauthorization of Title I, which supports educational programs for students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. The new guidelines required local districts to establish performance standards against which they could demonstrate student achievement.
The greatest external pressure to adopt curriculum standards came from the state. All of the district administrators noted that California's development of statewide curriculum standards triggered the local effort. As one administrator reported, "the [state] Department of Education asked that all school districts develop or adapt their standards." Similarly, the superintendent indicated that the state "had a tremendous influence in the sense that we knew that [the standards] were coming." Given both the national and state movements Substantive and Symbolic Consequences toward standards, school administrators viewed standards as inevitable at the district level. One principal said, "I think the district did it because, number one, it was a requirement that districts develop local standards, and it is just that we got on board after everybody else." In contrast to administrators, however, teachers did not identify state pressures as a reason for adopting standards. Instead, they saw standards-based reform as having been initiated by the assistant superintendent for instruction to address the underperformance of students.
Finally, the education profession, through its various organizations and university-based researchers, exerted a third influence on the Delgado District's standards-based curriculum. District administrators reported that national organizations such as the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, the National Council of Teachers of English, and the National Academy of Science provided models of curriculum standards. In addition, publications of other professional organizations, such as Phi Delta Kappa and the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, exposed teachers and administrators to standards. The district reviewed the national models, but it did not simply adopt the standards set forth by professional associations. Rather, it used the models to guide the development of its own standards.
Developing District Standards
Having adopted its reform strategy, Delgado Unified School District undertook the substantial task of developing curriculum standards, first in mathematics and language arts and later in social studies and science. The district's approach to developing a standards-based curriculum and criterion-referenced test embodied key dimensions of a rational design, including a strong goalorientation and careful structuring of teachers' work in developing standards and test items. However, the institutional subtext is more discernible in the district's emphasis on gaining teacher buy-in and its decision to develop local standards that fell below state standards.
The Rational Perspective
Delgado Unified School District's approach to developing curriculum standards and a criterion-referenced test reflected a distinctly rational orientation. This is evident both in the process used to develop the standards and in the adoption of standards that took local conditions into account.
The Process
On the surface, the district's process of developing and approving standards appears largely teacher-driven. This approach is consistent with the rational practice of delegating decision making to individuals, in this case teachers, who possess task-relevant expertise (Hanson, 1996) . In the initial phase, administrators identified teachers from each school to be part of the district standards committee. In a series of full-and half-day meetings, the commit-
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tee wrote draft standards, which the teachers took to their school sites for feedback. This back-and-forth process continued until the faculties of every school in the district approved all standards included in the district's list. More than one district administrator used the word "recursive" to characterize the process of developing and revising standards. The district used a similar process to develop items for a criterion-referenced test, which assessed attainment of standards in two subjects: mathematics and language arts.
In addition, each year, the district set aside 1 day on which every teacher was invited to review the standards. If teachers wanted to change, add, or delete standards, they completed and submitted "Recommendations for Revisions" forms to the district. The forms requested that individuals or groups of teachers write their names, school site, suggested revisions or additions, and a rationale for revising the standard. A district-wide committee of teachers reviewed each recommendation.
The teachers, however, were not left entirely to their own judgment. Reflecting Simon's (1945) concept of bounded rationality, district administrators exerted significant control by structuring the development process in three ways. First, they provided teachers with curriculum standards from several sources: a draft of California's standards, proposed national standards, and standards from other states. As one district administrator explained, they told teachers, "Look, these are half a dozen documents that we have reviewed and feel serve as a basis for us to develop our own standards." Second, district administrators closely guided the teachers' work in developing standards. A document entitled "General Process for Developing [the district's] Curriculum Standards" specified nine steps for teachers to follow in developing standards. In Step 1 teachers were asked to review the frameworks of existing standards "to be used as a model or resource." Directions for Step 3, "Identify/Create Standards Under Each Goal," included the specification of nine "Criteria for Quality Standards."
Third, beginning early in the process, district administrators organized and mandated professional development activities for teachers. Apparently by administrative mandate, all teachers participated in professional development related to standards-based curriculum and assessment. For the first 3 years, all district-and school-sponsored staff development focused exclusively on the standards and the criterion-referenced test. At district-wide inservice sessions, teachers listened to presentations by administrators or outside experts on topics such as Bloom's taxonomy, what makes a good test item, and criteria for quality standards. They worked in grade-level groups on highly structured tasks related to writing standards. Staff development at the schools similarly revolved around reviewing and revising the standards through clearly defined tasks and outcomes. Administrators designed activities, often to a high degree of detail. For example, one district-wide agenda consisted of thirteen items with three to nine subcategories under each. Some agendas included specific objectives for the teachers to meet: "Given standards, [district] teachers will be able to identify those that are clearly written and those that are not, and those that are easy to measure, and those that are not."
Substantive and Symbolic Consequences
159
Developing Local Standards
Formally, the district's decision to develop local standards rather than adopt the state's standards was based on rational, or goal-oriented, considerations. The assistant superintendent remarked, "I'm glad that [the state standards are] there because that allows us . . . to say, 'Teachers, we need to develop standards, if you don't like the state standards.' " District administrators wanted standards that were consistent with local conditions. Generally, this meant local standards that fell below state and national standards. An administrator noted that, although state and national standards provided models, "we best know our community." The assistant superintendent was more specific: "I wanted it to be a realistic curriculum for the kids in our district." He explained that most of the standards developed by professional organizations and states were "bloated and quite 'world class.' . . . I'm not sure that we have world class society, world class support from the state, world class communities to instantly implement these quite bloated standards." In Delgado, district administrators sought to develop "realistic standards" that were "pushing for a clear curriculum, so that [outcomes could] be measured."
Site administrators and teachers recognized the gap between district and state standards. One principal said that the district "used the state standards as a framework but adapted them and made them more specific for our needs." Teachers proposed that the district's reason for creating its own standards was to address its low expectations of the local student population. One teacher explained, "They [the district] thought the state standards were too high for the group of kids in our district; then they created something that they thought would be easier to meet." Another principal suggested that the district took a pragmatic approach to meeting the "world class" standards and that students would approach the state standards over time. That is, when students achieved mastery of district standards, the district would gradually elevate them until they matched state standards. Through this "ongoing" process, the district's standards would become "world class" at some point.
The Institutional Perspective
A rational strategy dominated Delgado Unified School District's formal process for developing a standards-based curriculum and criterion-referenced test. However, the limitations of that rational strategy are revealed in an institutional subtext that appeared in both the district's emphasis on gaining teacher buy-in and its decision to establish local standards.
Gaining Buy-In
The institutional perspective explains that organizations sometimes develop structures that do not produce substantive outcomes. Instead, the structures provide focus for activities that develop shared meanings and values among organizational members, producing participants' commitment to support the structural facade and/or to engage in the organization's work activities (March & Olsen, 1984) . This description reflects the process that Delgado Unified School District used to develop curriculum standards.
District administrators invested considerable material and human resources and time to engage teachers in developing the standards-based curriculum and criterion-referenced test. In addition, administrators designed professional development activities for maximum teacher participation. However, teachers varied in how they interpreted and assessed their involvement. Eight teachers, about a third of those interviewed, echoed administrators' claims that teachers should be involved in developing the standards to which they will teach. One explained, "One of the biggest gripes that we have . . . is that [administrators] don't involve the teachers enough. . . . With us coming up with our own standards . . . we would be familiar with what was going, and we would have a say as to what the standards are going to be." Another seven teachers expressed doubts about their role in the process. One teacher summarized her colleagues' views about their individual contributions to the large-scale effort: "You have the input of 850-900 teachers. It is a drop in the bucket. Your contribution is really small, if anything, anyway." About a third of the teachers also indicated that, despite the annual exercise, they had little impact on the revision of standards, again suggesting the symbolic, rather than substantive, nature of the activities. According to one teacher, "The teachers spent a lot of time out of the classroom writing the standards, revising, revising, revising, and we never saw a lot of the revisions. We never saw our revisions crop up again." Another commented, "It seems like when we do revisions, they don't happen."
In discussing their rationale for involving teachers, administrators curiously failed to mention teacher expertise. Instead, they spoke exclusively about gaining teacher buy-in, signaling the administrators' symbolic, rather than substantive, intentions. All district administrators emphasized buy-in as the outcome of involving teachers. The assistant superintendent, a former professor at a nearby university, explained that "research shows clearly that unless teachers are involved in developing curriculum, there is not buy-in, there is not ownership, and there is not implementation." In keeping with their district leaders, school administrators also referred frequently to the role of teachers and the need for teacher buy-in when describing the development process. No school or district administrators spoke of capitalizing on the expertise of teachers.
Teachers agreed that district administrators wanted to increase and maintain teacher buy-in and consequently came up with a "teacher-based" process for developing standards. However, many teachers doubted the necessity of this elaborate strategy. One noted, "I think that if we were handed the state standards, we'd get the same buy-in. Most teachers just want to know, 'What do you want me to teach?' " Another teacher reiterated this view: "I don't think we need to buy in. I think that if they gave us the standards and said 'Here, this is what you need to teach,' people would say 'Okay, this is what we need to teach.' They don't need to buy into it."
Developing Local Standards
The district's adoption of local standards that were substantially lower than state standards also reveals an institutional subtext. According to the institutional perspective, organizations will adopt structures, such as a standardsbased curriculum, to gain legitimacy with external stakeholders rather than to improve goal attainment and increase efficiency. District and site administrators expressed a "rational" plan in explaining that it would be unreasonable to employ standards that students could not reliably reach. They explained that the district would elevate its standards as students attained existing standards. Over time, district standards would match state standards.
Teachers, however, expressed a different view, one that reveals the potential for using standards for institutional, or symbolic, purposes. Teachers were concerned that the gap between district and state standards would never close because the district's lower standards provided deficient curriculum content. As one teacher said, "I think we would have probably been better off sticking with the state's standards and then eventually trying to meet those over time." Another explained, "I mean, if the content that we are teaching is so far behind the state standards, I think that we have wasted a lot of time and money with our own standards." The district's adoption of sub-par standards may function to gain legitimacy in two ways. First, the district could demonstrate that it was adopting a timely strategy to improve the academic performance of students. Second, it could document the success of its students in attaining local curriculum standards without having to reach state, never mind "world class," standards.
Implementing the Standards-Based Curriculum
The sense of rational purpose that dominated the adoption and development phases remained evident in the district's formal implementation of the standards-based curriculum. The district emphasized two key elements of rational systems-specific goals and assessment of goal attainment-during the implementation phase. However, the limitations of rationality that emerged in the development phase became more evident during implementation. Informal patterns can be seen that reflect two limitations of the district's seemingly rational approach. First, the district did not develop a singular pedagogical approach or clear technology, and that omission had a profound impact on professional development and instructional supervision. Second, teachers noted that the standards rendered a curriculum that was too narrow at the elementary level and too broad at the secondary level.
The Rational Perspective
From the rational perspective, organizations set specific goals and engage in a series of activities to enhance the likelihood of goal attainment. They adopt or develop a technology for attaining goals, provide members with training to enhance their capacity to employ the technology, supervise members' activities to ensure their execution of the technology, systematically assess the extent to which goals are being attained, and employ feedback to adjust goals and/or operations. Most of these elements are evident in the theory of action behind standards and, indeed, are present in Delgado Unified School District's implementation of its standards-based curriculum, with an emphasis on goal setting and assessment.
Setting Goals and Assessing Goal Attainment
The school district's overall strategy conforms to a basic tenet of standardsbased reform: By clearly establishing the content to be covered, teachers will be able to ensure that their instruction addresses and supports the essential content components (Berger, 2000) . Consequently, the district placed the greatest emphasis on developing the standards and designing a criterion-referenced test to align with them. District administrators developed the overall assessment plan, which included both district and state tests. The district administered benchmark tests during the first three quarters of the year in addition to the year-end, district-criterion-referenced test. Each spring, students also took the state-mandated standardized achievement test. In addition to disseminating district test results for individual students, administrators provided teachers and principals with results aggregated by classrooms.
The extensive assessment program served three related purposes. First, the district responded to the state's demand for accountability by linking the district's standards-based curriculum and assessment to the state-mandated, standardized achievement test. The district organized a "correlation committee" with at least one teacher representing each school. This committee assessed whether each district standard "correlated," or corresponded, with state curriculum standards, items on the state's high school exit examination, and items on the state-mandated standardized achievement test. The committee issued a report, which was distributed throughout the district. Teachers at each school gathered in grade-level or department meetings to discuss the assessment reports and make recommendations to revise district standards. For example, a district administrator reported that teachers recommended adding a standard regarding "number line" in the fourth grade because it corresponded to a state standard and was reflected in four items on the state-mandated standardized test.
Second, assessment contributed to the coordination of instruction across the district in two ways. The regular administration of the criterion-referenced test prompted teachers to adhere to an instructional schedule. That is, teachers prepared students to meet standards that would appear in each benchmark test as well as in the year-end criterion-referenced test. Annual test results also informed the revision of district standards. For example, poor results in language arts in secondary schools led the district to organize a committee of teachers to examine the standards. The committee discovered that almost all of the standards required students to demonstrate "higher level thinking skills [on Bloom's taxonomy] with very little knowledge and
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comprehension skills built as a foundation." Informed by its analysis, the committee revised the standards to direct teachers to provide instruction in foundational areas.
Third, results of benchmark and year-end criterion-referenced tests are intended to influence teachers' instructional practice. According to administrators, the implementation strategy centered on providing teachers with copies of the standards, asking them to follow them, and monitoring both their teaching and their students' test results. Administrators expected teachers to modify their curriculum to conform to the standards and to adjust their instructional strategies based on assessment data provided by the criterionreferenced tests. As a district administrator expressed it, "usually what gets assessed gets taught pretty well." Providing test results to teachers, principals, parents, and students "keeps the press on people to focus on the standards." Another district administrator explained, " [W] e give that information back to teachers so they can use it for instructional purposes to say, 'Hey, I'm still weak at this standard . . . I need to go back and reteach it.' " Principals also monitored students' test scores. One principal pointed out that the testing system broke down scores by teacher and by individual standards, allowing site administrators to "tell which teachers are covering which particular standard well or poorly." A high school principal noted that, when the test scores of a particular class were significantly higher or lower than test scores of other classes, he wanted to find out how that teacher had been instructing students.
Administrative Oversight
Although the district relies heavily on assessment to change instructional practice, it also exerts influence through school administrators, professional development strategies, and model lessons. In addition to monitoring test results, school administrators visit classrooms and observe teachers to determine whether they are teaching to the standards. A district guideline stipulates that teachers spend 70% of instructional time teaching to the standards, with the remaining 30% left to teachers' discretion. While some teachers complain that, to comply, they must drop some of the subjects they teach, site-level administrators do not think that teachers are unreasonably constrained. One principal remarked, "We have thoughtfully considered what are the right things to teach." Another suggested that teachers still have approximately 30% of their instructional time for "pet projects."
Principals also emphasize standards in faculty meetings and school planning. One elementary school held grade-level planning meetings each month to enable teachers to "decide what to cover for the year, in what sequence, and over what time frame." The principal stated that "100% of our teachers are trying to implement those standards when they meet in grade-level meetings." A high school principal consistently reminds teachers that "these are not imposed standards. You and your colleagues decided on these, and it is imperative that you understand that . . . this is what you need to teach."
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Professional Development
In providing professional development to support standards-based instruction, the district concentrated first on the elementary level, where the smaller size of schools made it "easier to coordinate." To assist elementary teachers with instructional strategies, administrators identified expert teachers on the basis of their students' test scores. The district hired those teachers to lead Standards Strategy Sharing Sessions "to teach all the teachers in the district how they get such high scores with all their kids." Teachers described these sessions as informal, voluntary meetings where a teacher could "meet other teachers of [the same] level and discuss how [they] taught the standards successfully and give ideas back and forth." The sessions did not extend to the secondary level because of what one administrator described as lack of interest and buy-in. Some school administrators questioned whether that particular implementation approach would be effective with secondary teachers. "It's been extended to 7th and 8th [grade] last year, but due to lack of interest . . . probably on the part of teachers willing to present and then teachers willing to attend, it never really got off the ground. This year they really want to resurface it and try again, but I don't know if that's the model that will be effective." Also at the elementary level, selected teachers-onassignment were released from teaching responsibilities to assist other teachers with instructional strategies related to the standards. Typically this involved having the teacher-on-assignment teach a model lesson. At the secondary level, teachers informally shared strategies within department meetings.
In addition, district administrators sponsored the development of model lessons in mathematics at all elementary schools designated as Title I. The principals and teachers at those schools were held accountable to follow the model lessons, and principals used the model in their classroom observations of teachers. A teacher noted, "Our school currently functions under RBI (Research Based Instruction)-and we are all observed for 3-hour blocks by an observer with a checklist."
Impact on Instruction
The standards-based reform affected teachers' instruction in three ways. First, as teachers used the standards to determine instructional goals, there was greater consistency across teachers at each grade level. At one school, teachers in grade-level teams decided not only what content would be covered during the year but also in what sequence and time frame. Second, teachers revised their curriculum to align with the standards, often eliminating some content areas. A middle school teacher explained: "If it wasn't a standard, I didn't teach it. I taught them exactly how they were written." Teachers particularly felt the pressure to emphasize the standards on which the students were being tested. As one teacher said, "I think we all have been implementing them because we know that [the students] are tested on them. And it is almost public knowledge." Third, teachers altered the organization of their instructional time to devote more attention to core disciplines or topics. Elementary teachers, in particular, expressed concern about the instructional time devoted to implementing the standards-based curriculum. Although the district had developed standards in four core disciplines, students were tested only in mathematics and language arts. As a result, elementary teachers allocated most of their instructional time to those two subjects.
The Institutional Perspective
Two limitations of the rational strategy are apparent in the implementation phase. First, the absence of a well-defined instructional technology limited the rationality of other aspects of the district's strategy, such as professional development and administrative supervision. Second, teachers perceived the curriculum standards to be either overly restrictive or too broad and, therefore, inadequate to serve as instructional goals.
Absence of a Clear Instructional Technology
Delgado Unified School District's implementation of a standards-based curriculum largely ignored instructional methods. By adopting standards, the district specified instructional outcomes and implied curriculum content but left teachers uncertain about how to teach to the standards. In a very real sense, then, the district did not provide teachers with a "clear technology," which is a key element of rational systems. A clear technology is one for which causeand-effect relations are well understood (Scott, 1998) , as in the production of automobiles. Given the complex, social nature of teaching, cause-and-effect relations in the teaching and learning processes are neither well understood nor agreed upon.
One exception to the general pattern of instructional uncertainty was all the more notable because of the schools in which it occurred. As we reported, the district sponsored the development of model lessons in mathematics for Title I elementary schools, where at least half of the students lived in poverty. Principals in all Title I schools monitored teachers for use of the model lessons. A majority of the teachers balked at being confined to "scripted" lessons. One teacher's frustration was palpable: "I don't think it helps to put teachers in a box. I can't teach as effectively if I am handed a script or a canned program." Thus teachers in schools with the highest proportion of students from low-income backgrounds-a situation that historically has presented daunting instructional challenges-were more constrained than their colleagues at more affluent schools in how they taught mathematics.
The district's general inattention to instructional methods limited the rational dimension of two aspects of the implementation plan: professional development and instructional supervision. From the rational perspective, organizations train members to execute prescribed production operations. But according to institutional theory, in the absence of a clear technology organizations lack the ability to demonstrate effectiveness and efficiency.
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Consequently, they adopt structures that mirror societal institutions to gain legitimacy and then decouple those structures from work activity to avoid losses of legitimacy arising from recognition that the structures and the work are not congruent. A form of decoupling arose in the professional development and administrative oversight that occurred in the district's implementation of its standards-based curriculum.
Because the district had not adopted a normative instructional approach, it could not conduct professional development activities that directly influenced the instructional practice of teachers. Thus teachers reported that the district had devoted little attention to instructional strategies for teaching the standards-based curriculum. In contrast to the focus on developing the standards and criterion-referenced test, the district offered no formal, districtwide staff development sessions on teaching. The teachers were frustrated by the expectation that they teach to the standards without accompanying support in the form of materials, textbooks, and professional development. One teacher observed:
We had numerous SIP [school improvement plan] days, and we spent a lot of time on revisions and filling out revision papers on standards that needed to be fixed. We spent a lot of time with that. None of it was really spent on implementation, on how we would teach them.
Another noted:
They had the inservices to have us revise the standards. And you pretty much had standards coming out of your ears by the time that these inservices were over. After that, I would say there wasn't much professional development to help us teach the standards-so I just think we got the most from talking to the teacher next door, in the way of professional development.
Unable to prepare teachers to teach to curriculum standards, the district decoupled professional development from the rationalistic imperative by relying on the expertise of individual teachers. Recall that the district hired elementary teachers whose students had performed well on the criterionreferenced test to lead other teachers in Standards Strategy Sharing Sessions. These sessions were informal, voluntary meetings where teachers of the same grade level shared examples of successful teaching strategies.
The absence of a clear technology also limited the approach that site administrators took in supervising teachers. From the rational perspective, managers supervise their staffs to ensure that they properly execute technical operations. In monitoring the implementation of district standards, principals and assistant principals lacked district guidelines regarding how instruction should occur. Consequently, they monitored for compliance with the district guideline requiring teachers to devote 70% of instructional time to curriculum standards. That is, site administrators decoupled instructional
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supervision from the rationalistic approach underlying the standards-based curriculum by not assessing the quality of instruction and by reducing supervision to a form of "time-in-motion" analysis. Some site administrators went beyond the district guideline by requiring teachers to adhere to a common instructional schedule. An elementary teacher lamented, "[The principal] has a certain set time for language arts, a certain set time for math. He doesn't care about anything else."
Restrictive or Overly Broad Goals
Delgado Unified School District adopted curriculum standards to provide specific goals for site administrators, teachers, and students. From the rational perspective, the attainment of specific goals contributes to an organization's attainment of overall goals. To apply to the present case, the district's curriculum standards, taken together, would have to comprise the district's overall educational goals for students. Many teachers do not accept this view.
According to teachers in this study, the district's standards-based curriculum did not provide an adequate education. The inadequacy took three forms. First, elementary teachers reported that they sacrificed subjects such as art and science to devote sufficient time to the subjects for which standards and criterion-referenced tests had been developed. One teacher noted that the standards were "squeezing out a lot of room for art, music; all that thematic stuff is gone." A fifth-grade teacher reported during the second semester of the school year that he had yet to conduct one science lesson. This narrowing of the curriculum was reinforced by site administrators. One teacher reported, "Our principal tells us, if you are going to cut something out, you have to cut out social studies and science." In addition, some teachers did not use manipulatives or other activities that emphasize conceptual learning because of the amount of time required. Despite teachers' reservations about the narrowness of the curriculum and pedagogy resulting from the standards, administrators characterized the implementation of the standardsbased curriculum as "robust" in elementary schools.
Second, secondary teachers resisted standards because they sacrificed depth for breadth. Administrators pointed to the greater professional orientation and autonomy of secondary teachers to explain the lack of implementation: "High school teachers are far more independent . . . people than elementary teachers." However, secondary teachers themselves attributed their reluctance to a problem with the standards and with the amount of material to be covered each year. They reported being unable to explore concepts in depth because of the need to cover all of the topics on which students might be tested. Rather than teach what they considered to be an inadequate curriculum, many secondary teachers simply did not teach to the standards.
Third, teachers expressed concern that the gap between the district and state standards would never close because the district's lower standards provided deficient curriculum content. Taken together, these limitations
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suggest that, although standards provide a focus for instruction, they marginalize important content, reinforce lower academic expectations for district students, and thus potentially undermine broader purposes of quality in education.
Conclusions
Our purpose in conducting this study was to assess the prevailing theory of action that underlies the widespread adoption of curriculum standards to improve students' academic performance. Therefore, we studied a critical case: a district whose standards-based curriculum presented conditions that were likely to "confirm" the theory of action (Flyvbjerg, 2001) . Those conditions included the development of local standards and a criterion-referenced test, professional development, instructional supervision by site administrators, and the systematic use of criterion-referenced test scores to adjust standards and instruction.
In reporting our findings, we described an explicit, rational theme and characterized the institutional, or symbolic, theme as a subtext. However, our study of the standards-based curriculum of Delgado Unified School District is at its core an institutional story, albeit one with a rationalistic shell. As our research moved toward the point where the standards-based curriculum intersected with instruction, it increasingly revealed the limitations of rationality in this case and thus the institutional nature of the program. This pattern was reflected in two intertwined sequences that were embedded in the case. First, as the school district moved through the phases of strategy adoption, standards development, and curriculum implementation, the limitations of the rational orientation grew increasingly apparent. Second, district administrators, site administrators, and teachers tended to view the standards from divergent perspectives. District administrators, who were most distant from the classroom, adopted a clearly rationalistic perspective, which site administrators tended to echo. However, teachers, who were engaged in instruction, expressed reservations about the rational strategy and revealed its unintended symbolic consequences.
Phases and Roles: Revealing the Institutional Nature of Standards
The first signs of the institutional nature of the district's strategy appeared in the adoption phase. District administrators initiated the strategy based on the rational principle of providing specific goals to focus instruction and coordinate curriculum, but the origins of the strategy lay in the institutional environment. All district administrators and most site administrators referred to external pressures, but none of the teachers did.
That duality of rational and institutional themes also emerged in the district's process for developing standards and the choice to aim district standards below those of the state. District administrators appeared to follow the rational route of structuring the development process and involving teachers,
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who possessed task-relevant expertise, to develop and review standards. However, district and site administrators failed to mention teacher expertise as a consideration and cited the importance of gaining teacher buy-in as the sole rationale for involving teachers. District administrators' reason for involving the teachers apparently was not to improve the quality of the standards but to serve the principally institutional, or symbolic, purpose of engendering teachers' commitment to engage in work activities that supported the standards-based curriculum. This possibility was not lost on some teachers, who either questioned the necessity of such an elaborate strategy or doubted that they had exerted any real impact. The symbolic involvement of teachers in developing standards to gain their buy-in is reminiscent of Edelman's (1977) observation regarding the symbolic uses of politics: The participation of citizens in the electoral process does little to actually shape policy. Instead, it binds citizens to the state and its policies.
In deciding to develop local standards that fell below state standards, district and site administrators gave what seems to be, on its face, a patently rational explanation: As students met local standards, those standards would be raised until, over time, they matched the state standards. Teachers, however, bemoaned what they saw as their poor prospects for closing the gap, reasoning that the lower standards simply provided a deficient curriculum. Thus the district's standards could institutionalize the historically poor academic performance of its students while affording legitimacy to the district for enabling the students to meet local, albeit lower, standards.
The institutional theme became even more evident in the implementation phase, during which the curriculum was intended to shape administrative and instructional practice. Implementation, like the two previous phases, appeared to conform to principles of rationality. Administrators and teachers explained that the standards set clear, consistent instructional goals. Scores on the district's criterion-referenced test informed the revision of standards and instruction. District-wide, professional development focused on standards and their attainment. All of this affected administrative and instructional practice. Site administrators emphasized standards in faculty meetings and visited classrooms to monitor teachers' compliance with the district's guideline that 70% of instructional time be devoted to standards. Teachers focused instruction on attaining standards, emphasizing the subjects-mathematics and language arts-that appeared on the criterion-referenced test. Consequently, there was greater consistency of curriculum across teachers at each grade level.
However, two issues suggest that standards formed a rationalistic facade for a program that produced essentially symbolic consequences. First, the district did not specify how to teach to the standards. The difficulty, if not impossibility, of determining effective instructional practices characterizes the field of education in general. For decades, researchers and practitioners have worked to identify elements of successful teaching, seeking processes and qualities that underlie instructional effectiveness across teachers and settings (Shulman, 1987) . Scholars who previously sought to describe effective teaching now argue that research will never produce such definitive results (e.g., Clark, 1988) . Others propose that teaching is highly complex because of uncertainties that arise from having to assess the mix of context, content, and pedagogy (e.g., McDonald, 1992) .
Without a clear instructional technology, the district did not offer professional development activities aimed at providing teachers with instructional strategies that were as uniform as the district's curriculum standards. Instead, the district relied on teachers with expertise-as revealed in their students' success on the criterion-referenced test-to share their strategies with other teachers. This reliance on successful teachers was predictable because, as organization theory explains, high levels of professional skill are more important to the success of complex and uncertain tasks, such as teaching a classroom full of students, than are uniform routines and regulations (Blau & Scott, 1962) .
Nor could site administrators determine if teachers were using effective instructional practices. Instead, they monitored the percentage of time that teachers spent on standards-oriented instruction. Thus both professional development and instructional supervision were reduced to largely symbolic activity: Teachers characterized the few Standards Strategy Sharing Sessions as informal and voluntary and noted that the sessions were confined to elementary and middle schools; and although the supervisory responsibilities of principals were clear and uniform across the district, the principals' involvement was not substantively instructional in nature.
The curriculum standards themselves revealed a second limitation of the rational theme. District and site administrators believed that the standardsbased curriculum provided teachers with sufficient discretion, noting their freedom to use 30% of class time for "pet projects," but teachers felt constrained and complained that the standards provided an inadequate curriculum. The elementary teachers (instructional generalists, as teachers at their level usually are) felt that the standards were too narrow. Given the emphasis on teaching to the standards, the exclusive focus on mathematics and language arts in the criterion-referenced test, and the district's 70% guideline, teachers removed other subjects, such as science, social studies, and art, from their curriculum and eliminated instructional strategies that emphasized conceptual learning. Secondary teachers (content specialists) had a different concern. In their view, the standards sacrificed depth of understanding for breadth of coverage. As a result, many teachers simply did not adapt their already-established curriculum.
The rational order that standards were supposed to provide by establishing uniform instructional goals across the district proved largely illusory. In practice, the standards formed a curriculum that eliminated essential subjects in elementary classrooms and encouraged teachers to skim over the surface of subjects in secondary classrooms. Ironically, the inadequacy of the district's standards-based curriculum-coupled with the gap between district and state standards-threatened to provide students with a substandard education. That unintended consequence, of course, ran counter to the district's Substantive and Symbolic Consequences stated intention of helping its students to attain state and national norms of academic performance.
Myth of Rationality
This case study presents no evidence that district administrators ever intended the standards-based curriculum to be anything but a rational approach to improving the academic performance of the district's schools. Indeed, even teachers agreed on this point: Standards would provide clear, uniform goals that would enhance the coordination of curriculum and instruction. To understand how the district embarked on a strategy that was more symbolic than substantive we backtrack, returning to the district's decision to adopt the standards-based curriculum. This decision points to an explanation that is purely institutional.
From an institutional perspective, organizations seek to enhance their survival by gaining legitimacy through the adoption of structures that reflect society's institutions (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Rowan & Miskel, 1999) . Institutions are cultural rules that are shaped largely by government and professions and define what is legitimate (Scott, 1995) . A key institution in the United States is the norm of rationality. It is used to explain the success of everything ranging from individuals to huge corporations. This norm is so thoroughly engrained in society that scholars have referred to the "myth of rationality" (Meyer & Rowan) . We accept the efficacy of rationality as a matter of course, taking for granted that a strong goal orientation and its attendant rational processes and structures will produce intended outcomes.
The administrators of Delgado Unified School District enacted the myth of rationality when they adopted a standards-based strategy. Their decision was shaped by governmental and professional forces in society that promoted the adoption of curriculum standards to improve academic performance. That district administrators held unflaggingly to the highly institutionalized use of standards, while teachers expressed doubts and revealed the limitations of this rationally oriented strategy, can be explained by differences in their roles and functions. Top-level executives, such as district administrators, operate at the "institutional" level, managing the boundary between their organizations and the external environment (Thompson, 1967) and aligning the structure and operation of their organizations with demands arising from external sources. The people at the "technical" level, such as teachers, do the work of organizations where the limitations of institutionalized rationality are revealed.
Ultimately, debates about the extent and quality of educational change produced by curriculum standards will revolve around evidence of the standards' effects on student learning. The present study focuses on the implementation of standards in one school district and infers the nature of its consequences, both substantive and symbolic. Although we considered district and site administrators' perceptions and activities, in the end we paid particular attention to the experiences of teachers. Like researchers whose
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studies of standards implementation focus on teachers rather than school or district organization (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Spillane, 1999) , we see teachers as key arbiters of instructional content and practice. We acknowledge the limitations of that choice; research has identified teachers as both the problem to be solved by reform and the solution to the problem of improving the academic performance of students. For our purposes, teachers provided the best access to the consequences of implementing the standards-based curriculum by virtue of their proximity to and direct involvement in teaching and learning.
A Cautionary Note
We recognize the potential folly of generalizing from a single case. However, the findings of this study raised two issues that we see as sufficiently importance to warrant a cautionary note. First, rationalistic reform strategies, such as the adoption of curriculum standards, may be inherently limited because of the complexities of teaching. Research on teacher knowledge reveals that teachers juggle information about numerous elements, including their purposes, students, curriculum, subject matter, and instructional methods (Clandinin, 1986; Fenstermacher, 1994; Shulman, 1987) . Moreover, teachers work in environments of complex social relationships (Clandinin, 1986; Elbaz, 1983) . Complex social tasks are best accomplished by highly skilled and knowledgeable professionals (Blau & Scott, 1962) . In the present case, the school district developed and implemented standards in the absence of a clearly articulated instructional vision, thereby compromising the focus and effectiveness of professional development and instructional supervision. This finding and research documenting dramatic improvements in the academic performance of students in other locales (e.g., Community District No. 2 in New York City) suggest that the impact of standards may be contingent on having teachers share a clear and comprehensive instructional philosophy. Generally, the nature and complexity of teaching must be carefully considered in the drafting of policies and programs aimed at improving educational outcomes. We echo the call of prominent scholars for programs that enhance the knowledge and skills of teachers and provide organizational conditions that facilitate, rather than inhibit, teacher development (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1997) . Instead of serving symbolic purposes, professional development activities need to provide meaningful learning experiences that acknowledge teacher expertise.
Second, establishing standards as the sole indicators of academic achievement may work against educational improvement. Given the political climate surrounding public schools in the United States, standards are likely to continue to be emphasized as a reform strategy. However, those who are committed to standards as instruments of educational improvement may want to proceed with an extra measure of caution. Our findings suggest that, when teachers and site administrators are held accountable for student performance on a narrow range of subjects, standards severely restrict the curriculum and Substantive and Symbolic Consequences instructional practices of teachers. The problem may lie in a failure to treat standards as guides that teachers incorporate in their overall curriculum and teaching.
Though standards tend to be developed and adopted at the national and state levels, the decisions and actions of local districts and schools ultimately have the most influence on how standards affect instructional practice. The seemingly rational approach of a standards-based curriculum may actually serve more symbolic than substantive purposes, and, in cases such as this, implementation of a standards-based curriculum ironically may work against the primary aim of enhancing students' academic achievement.
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